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 Norman Mailer (1923--) has been active in American literary world since his first 
novel The Naked and the Dead was published in 1948. Events such as the totalitarian 
tendency or the Wallacite fear for new fascism in postwar America, the American 
Dream and American individualism, counter-culture trend, the Vietnam War, Apollo 
11 lunar landing project and the technological development, American presidential 
campaign, Marilyn Monroe, feminism, the execution of criminal Gary Gilmore, the 
CIA, the Kennedy assassination trauma, the murderer Lee Oswald and the case of 
Russian spy Robert Hanssen which shocked American society in the year 2001 are all 
Mailer’s concerns. Owing to his constant and conscientious representations of the 
postwar American social-cultural life and political involvement, Mailer is considered 
by many literary critics as the spokesman-artist of postwar America. His works are 
granted to be great and unavoidable in postwar American literary canon. 
 Even so, it seems that Norman Mailer has never enjoyed a unanimously positive 
comment among American critics, though The Armies of the Night (1968) and The 
Executioner’s Song (1979) have won him the Pulitzer Prize, and the former makes 
him the winner of National Book Award. Nearly all of his novels have received 
extremely negative reviews from American critics which almost always overwhelmed 
the sparse positive ones. However, Mailer has never quit. During his long course of 
50-year-odd writing career, Mailer has written near 40 works, of which 8 certifiable 
novels, 5 new journalistic political, technological and sports reportage, 4 nonfiction 
novels, or “novelistic biographies” as Mailer called, or ‘Biographical Metafictions” 
defined by John Keener. His other prose forms include novella, short story, interview, 
essays for newspaper and magazine columns, letter, book review, preface, 
introduction, poem, play and screenplay etc. 
 The quick-change of his themes, his frequent participation in social events and 
exposal of his private life to media make critics more concerned with Mailer’s ideas, 
his philosophy of Hip and his personality, but less with his aesthetics. The prosperous 
development of contemporary literary criticism provides new perspectives and 
methods for studying Mailer’s works both thematically and aesthetically. Robert 
Begiebing in his doctoral dissertation Acts of Representation: Allegory and Archetype 
in the Works of Norman Mailer (1980) refers to allegorical and archetypal theories to 
discuss one of the principal themes in Mailer’s works: the struggle of life against 
death in the contemporary world. Andrew Gordon has made a psychoanalytic study of 
Mailer’s fiction in his An American Dreamer: A Psychoanalytic Study of the Fiction of 
Norman Mailer (1980). This dissertation, similar to that of Robert Begiebing and 
Andrew Gordon, will employ the theories of new historicism and cultural materialism, 
which were initiated in early 1980s in America and Britain, to assess Norman Mailer’s 
aesthetic and thematic concerns. Of course, this relation of Norman Mailer to new 
historicism and cultural materialism is by no means farfetched and improvisational. 














interestingly share some important notions concerning the postmodern status of 
history, and the relationship between literature and history, literary texts and politics. 
 Chapter One, “The Historicity of Mailer’s Texts”, first analyzes the new 
historicist and cultural materialist notions of “the historicity of texts”. Namely, literary 
texts are not only the material products of specific historical conditions, but also 
functional components of historical formations. Then, with new historicism and 
cultural materialism as theoretical guidance, this chapter intends to argue that Mailer’s 
texts not only reflect the various social and cultural conditions of his time, they also 
make “a revolution in the consciousness of our time”. Consequently, Mailer’s texts 
participate in the formation of American intellectual and cultural history, with which 
they form what new historicism and cultural materialism call the “constructed 
intertextuality”. 
 From the publication of The Naked and the Dead to the appearance of Into the 
Mirror: The Life of Master Spy Robert Hanssen in the year 2002, Norman Mailer has 
always been positing himself at the center of American social life. Nearly all the 
major historical events in postwar America have been represented in his works, of 
which the rapid development of technology and the totalitarian tendency in many 
aspects of American society are his most constant and serious concerns. 
 In Mailer’s view, the late 1960s marks the coming of a new technological age 
when technology was unprecedentedly worshiped. It pervasively controls people’s life 
and mind. Indeed, postmodern society, which, to many postmodernist critics, begins 
from the 1960s, denotes a new social order. It involves the dialectics between cultural 
postmodernism and the socioeconomic process of postmodernization which 
accompanied the post-industrial society. New forms of information and technology 
are its evident symbols. Francois Lyotard considers it a computerized society, 
Baudrillard decides it a society of genetics, cybernetics, and TV; whereas, for Mailer, 
it is a society which resists and detests freedom and mystery favored by romanticism. 
Mailer argues that, contrary to literature, technology has nothing to do with mystery 
and romantic desire but everything to do with control. So in Mailer’s works, wherever 
he touches upon the subject of technology, his attitude is hostile and negative. In 
addition to The Deer Park (1955), An American Dream (1965), and Why Are We in 
Vietnam? (1967), Of a Fire on the Moon (1970) is the culmination of Mailer’s 
criticism of technology. 
 The other focus in most of Mailer’s works is totalitarianism. According to Mailer, 
totalitarianism is a Zeitgeist, it is embodied in such social-cultural aspects as 
architecture, technology and feminism etc. Mailer defines that “the essence of 
totalitarianism is that it beheads. It beheads individuality, variety, dissent, extreme 
possibility, romantic faith, it blinds vision, deadens instinct, it obliterates the past.” Its 
ultimate goal is to transform man into mass man or Thomas Pynchon’s “SHROUD”, 
the synthetic human, who has mass consciousness, mass belief and mass behavior, 
and to create one blandly ignorant but wholistic or conformist society. If The Naked 
and the Dead is Mailer’s first effort to warn American people the threat of 















 As the spokesman-artist for events of national importance to Americans, Mailer 
not only concerns himself with various postwar American social and cultural 
happenings in his own way, as critics’ contemporary Whitman, he also intends to 
assume the role of the savior Messiah. As early as in his autobiographical work 
Advertisements for Myself (1959) Mailer expressed his noble ambition: “I am 
imprisoned with a perception which will settle for nothing less than making a 
revolution in the consciousness of our time.” Mailer believes, like new historicist and 
cultural materialist critics, that his literary works can influence and change American 
history by way of assaulting American psyche and changing American people’s 
consciousness. Most notably, his repeatedly-illustrated philosophy of Hip, and the 
unique narrative concerning women, sex, and the relationship between women and 
men have greatly lashed American consciousness, and intensely shocked and shaken 
the totalitarian way of thinking and act. As a result, Mailer has frequently placed 
himself at the critical center of the mainstream American intellectual group. 
 However, the style and the historical conditions Mailer reflects in his works begin 
to take on a clear change in the late 1960s. This study intends to argue that Mailer’s 
practice of “new journalism” and nonfiction novels, his concern with historical events 
and figures, his serious consideration and self-conscious subversion of the boundaries 
between history and literature, and the role between historians and novelists, make 
him, along with other postmodernist novelists such as Robert Coover, E. L. Doctorow 
and John Barth, begin to deconstruct and reconstruct history in his literary works. 
 In Mailer’s works, historical events and figures are represented with obvious 
subjectivity and fictionality. The close connection of the historical figures with the 
fictional ones is particularly disturbing to readers. It causes a kind of bewilderment 
and anxiety: what on earth is history? This is just what many postmodernist critics and 
novelists, new historicists and cultural materialists are intensely concerned with, and 
also the focus of Chapter Two of this dissertation, “The Textuality of Mailer’s 
History”. Chapter Two will not only discuss the fictional representation of historical 
figures in Mailer’s works, introducing readers to ponder over the status of history in 
postmodern context, it will also analyze Mailer’s metafictional and intertextual 
narrative techniques. 
 In postmodern critical context, history is no longer the single, unified, 
unproblematic, extra-textual, extra-discursive real that guarantees our readings of the 
texts which constitute its cultural expression. Instead, history, as literature, is a text, a 
narrative, a linguistic construct that can be told and retold and is subjective and fictive. 
As a reaction to both old historicism and formalism, new historicism and cultural 
materialism calls this postmodern situation of history “textuality”. Historical facts 
exist only as textual traces, and we can only know history in textual forms and by way 
of prior textualization. 
 It is on the notion of “the textuality of history” that Norman Mailer utters his 
most resonant identification with new historicism and cultural materialism. This study 
tentatively argues that, if Mailer’s writing career of more than 50 years can be divided 
into two phases, this identification, namely, the novelistic representation of history 














historical where the historical John F. Kennedy is intimately connected with the 
fictional protagonist Rojack. And The Armies of the Night (1968) is his first 
self-conscious survey and transgression of the boundaries between fictional and 
historical narrative. Fantasization and speculation are Mailer’s two main fictional 
strategies by which his personal epistemological experience, historical and fictional 
facts are mixed together which results in Mailer’s version of history. The novelistic 
biographies of Marilyn Monroe, Gary Gilmore and Lee Oswald are such kind of 
history. 
 The appearance of the names of historical figures in Mailer’s novels and 
nonfiction novels brings about what Robert Coover calls a magical disturbance of 
history, and makes the reader realize that there is no essential difference between 
history and fiction. This realization really causes the reader a kind of anxiety as stated 
above, which is, however, heightened by metafictional and intertextual techniques 
Mailer adopts in his historical narrative. 
 Mailer’s metafictional technique is manifested in two ways. One is what Linda 
Hutcheon calls “paratextual” conventions, the self-conscious structural arrangement 
with such paratexts as footnotes, notes, subtitles, preface, epilogues etc., which 
reveals Mailer’s shaping consciousness of various kinds. The other is the intrusion of 
the narrator into the story, which breaks up the narrative logic of the text and disrupts 
the possible identification conventionally expected from the reader, for it informs the 
reader the fictionality of what he is reading. Here is the paradox of Mailer’s historical 
narrative: while he is trying to show the objectivity and credibility of his narrative by 
way of metafictional technique, Mailer reveals the traces of subjectivity and fictivity, 
be it paratextual conventions or the narratorial intrusion. 
 Another aesthetic device Mailer adopts, which results in this similar paradox, is 
intertextuality. In Mailer’s works, especially in his novelistic biographies, such as 
Marilyn (1973), The Executioner’s Song (1979) and Oswald’s Tale (1995), Mailer 
quotes a large number of pre-existent texts, which mainly include newspaper 
clippings, written and taped interviews, governmental surveillance records, letters, 
diaries, photographs, and excerpts from other novels etc. In most cases, it seems that 
Mailer does not write his texts from his original mind, but rather compile them from 
other pre-existent texts. This intertextual construction with other texts informs the 
reader that history exists in various kinds of texts, and we can only know history 
through textual traces, while Mailer attempts to imply the objectivity and authenticity 
of his narrative. 
 In addition to the notions concerning the relationship between history and 
literature, and the postmodern status of history shared by Norman Mailer and new 
historicism and cultural materialism, the third idea they share is about power and 
politics in literary texts, which is also the focus of Chapter Three of this dissertation, 
“The Political Commitment of Mailer’s Texts”. 
For both new historicist and cultural materialist critics, texts are the vehicles of 
power relations which are diffused with various political struggles. However, there 
exists the major difference between them in terms of the consequences of such 














subversion, for subversion is always produced in the interests of power, and in the end 
will be contained by power. Whereas, cultural materialism believes that there are 
sufficient cracks and contradictions in the system to allow for some oppositional 
intervention which can bring about limited success.  
Interestingly, Mailer’s texts are exactly new historicists’, and cultural materialists’ 
power vehicles. They contain political struggles of various kinds: from the conflict 
between fascist Cummings and Croft and liberal Hearn in his first novel The Naked 
and the Dead, through the conflict between the totalitarian government agent 
Hollingsworth and Marxist McLeod in Barbary Shore, the tension between the 
Hollywood tycoon Herman Teppis and the director Eitel in The Deer Park,  the 
confrontation of the disillusioned victim of the American Dream, the hipster Rojack 
with the dominant social power, Deborah and Kelly in An American Dream, D.J., the 
radical disc jockey’s rebellious obscene voice against the deadening mass media, and 
D.J. the angry young man’s protest against the corrupted and technology-controlled 
corporate power represented by his father Rusty Jethroe in Why Are We in Vietnam?, 
and the psychopathic criminal Gilmore’s challenge to American criminal and 
execution system in The Executioner’s Song, Hubbard’s defiance of the CIA rules in 
Harlot’s Ghost, to Oswald’s criticism of both American capitalism and Soviet Union 
communism in his recent novel Oswald’s Tale. However, these political conflicts have 
different results. Some subversive struggles end with the failure of the dissident 
whose resistance is contained or co-opted by dominant power, and thus serves power, 
as new historicists assert; other struggles, on the other hand, bring about narrow 
success, as cultural materialists insist.  
This study argues that the change from pessimistic containment of resistance to 
its narrow success results from Mailer’s radical change in his philosophical beliefs 
marked by the publication of “The White Negro” (1957) which signals the formation 
of his “philosophy of hip”. Before its publication, Mailer acutely feels the oppression, 
and tries to find political solutions for the dissident; after that, however, Mailer points 
to his rebellious heroes or anti-heroes a hipsterian or American existentialist way-out 
which respects individuality and instinct, advocates orgasm and violence and 
promises hope for them. 
Mailer’s continual and intense political commitment excites his critics to 
acknowledge him as the prominent American writer of sensitive political intelligence. 
Indeed, few living writers in America have identified themselves with political 
movements and have taken political history as their subject to the degree that Mailer 
has. Mailer’s political commitment, together with his consideration and coincidental 
representation of the new historicist and cultural materialist notions of “the historicity 
of texts” and “the textuality of history”, makes him not only different from such 
contemporary American novelists as Saul Bellow and John Updike, but also from 
such radical postmodernist novelists as John Barth, Robert Coover and E. L. 
Doctorow. Although he has been entitled as “our Whitman”, “literary sociologist”, 
“literary terrorist” etc., this study considers Robert Begiebing’s “postmodern heretic” 
the most suitable. 














American and British literary world, many critics are pondering the question of “after 
new historicism”, because they detect a shift in works of main new historicist and 
cultural materialist critics. Stephen Greenblatt favors a new label “cultural poetics” 
instead of “new historicism”, and critics like Jonathan Dollimore, Alan Sinfield are 
moving closer towards postcolonial, feminist and queer readings. We are not certain 
where new historicism and cultural materialism are heading, yet we do know where 
Norman Mailer who unwittingly shares with and practices the main new historicist 
and cultural materialist notions is going. He will be the great and unavoidable 
American writer in postwar literary history. 
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    …so much affirmation coupled with so much moral anarchism; so much 
innocence yet so much guile; so much defensive caution but such headlong 
recklessness; so much despair together with so imperious a demand for 
salvation; so strong a charismatic charge but also so much that offends or 
even repels; so much intellection but such a frequency of unsound thinking; 
such a grand and manly impulse to heroism but so inadequate a capacity for 
self-discipline; so much sensitiveness and so little sensibility; so much 
imagination and such insufficient art….a talent which necessarily lives on 
the sharp edge of uncertainty. 
Diana Trilling, “Norman Mailer”, Encounter 
 
In 1980 when Robert Merrill wrote about Norman Mailer, he considered Mailer as 
a literary figure who was not easy to avoid in the last fifteen years. And in the preface 
to his Norman Mailer Revisited (1992) Merrill remarked positively again that “it has 
not been easy to avoid Norman Mailer these last 25 years” (ix). Indeed, Norman 
Mailer has been attracting critical attentions since his first novel, The Naked and the 
Dead (1948), was published, which was valued by an anonymous author as “perhaps 
the best novel yet about World War II,” and its vivid battle scenes were compared to 
Leo Tolstoy’s in War and Peace (“War” 106). Mailer has thus been regarded as “a 
writer of unmistakable importance” (“Men” 87) since then. 
Since the publication of The Naked and the Dead, Mailer has published about 40 
books, of which 8 are certifiable novels, 5 new journalistic political, technological and 
sports reportage, 4 nonfiction novels or “novel biographies” as Mailer named in 
Marilyn (15), or “Biographical Metafictions” defined by John F. Keener (266). His 
other prose forms are autobiography, novella, short story, new-journalistic sports and 
political reportage, interview (over 100), every sort of essays for newspaper and 
magazine columns, letter, criticism, debate, preface, introduction, memoir, book 
review and philosophical dialogue, etc. In addition, he has written poems, plays and 
screenplays, and directed and starred in three of his own movies. Like his favorite 
historical figures, John F. Kennedy, Marilyn Monroe, Muhammad Ali and Lee Oswald, 
Mailer has become a household word in America, especially in the 1960s and 1970s. 
  With so many literary products, a lot of honors have also come to Mailer: election 
to the National Institute of Arts and Letters (1967) and the American Academy of Arts 
and Sciences (1970); the 1969 Pulitzer Prize in general nonfiction and the 1969 
National Book Award in arts and letters (both for The Armies of the Night); the 1980 
Pulitzer Prize in fiction (for The Executioner’s Song); and the presidency of the 
American PEN center in 1986. He is rumored to have been one of the four candidates 
for the 1969 Nobel Prize for literature (the others: Andre Malraux, W. H. Auden, and 
Samuel Beckett, the winner). And there have been more material rewards, too. 
Mailer’s career has taken on the appearance of the American success story he attacks 
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